The History of
Thirlwells Coaches
The founder members were brothers John Edward Thirlwell Tom
Thirlwell. John who was in the Merchant Navy had come home as his
ship had been hit by a German torpedo on their return journey from
South America laden with grain just off Beachy Head. It was at this
time that his brother Tom asked
him to go into partnership with
him and they bought a Taxi. This
was kept at the back of Walker
Terrace in Gateshead, and that is
where the business started from.
John and Tom both had full time
jobs and drove the taxi between
them in between their shifts. In
June 1917 John married Mary
Anna Turnbull (known as Minnie)
– and as the saying goes behind
every good man there is a great
Woman, she was to prove this many times during their marriage and in
business. Business was increasing so they bought a house on Bensham
Road in Gateshead and a move was made in 1920. This house was
known then as Cliff House. John and Minnie lived there. The house had
a large front garden stretching to the road, and also at the back. About
this time John and Tom’s other brother Joe was coming out of the Army
and he joined the business. The three brothers decided to do all
alterations themselves and levelled the gardens. At the back of the
house they took it down eight feet to remove rock and then built a
garage on this space. The business flourished from the Bensham Road
premises, running taxis for all the bookmakers in Newcastle and they
met many well known personalities of the day. At that time the prices
for a taxi were 8/d a mile and 12/- (shillings) for a wedding.

There were four men working for them as drivers and mechanics and
they were agents for “Citroen Cars”. In 1923 the first two char-a-bancs a
20 and a 30 seater were bought. Also in 1923 they bought another garage
in St Mary’s Place in Newcastle and reserved it for the Citroen agency
and repairs. This business was later taken over solely by Joe and he
owned it until the early 1960’s in the Newcastle area. Unfortunately in
1934 Tom died suddenly in his 40’s, which left Jack and his wife alone
to run the business. Soon after they moved out of the house, and it was
demolished to extend further the garage, to house taxis and char-abancs. The Second World War was looming, and John felt very affected by
it. Then all the men employed at the garage who were in the Territorial
Army were called up immediately, leaving only four boys. So again John
felt he could do more to help, so in 1939 he again went back to Sea.
Spending 3 arduous years in North Atlantic convoys and the
Mediterranean. Leaving his wife to run the business, as they only had
taxi’s left, all coaches had
been taken away. Mary could
do this very well on her own
and with the help of their
son Jack continued the
business at Bensham Road the
best they could. John came
home after again been
torpedoed and decided that
at his age he would stay
home and help Mary. At this
time Jack his son was called
up into the Army to serve
with REME. As soon as the war finished all the coaches came back and
along with the taxis the business thrived. As soon as Jack was demobbed
from the Army he joined the business and at this time took over the
reins from his parents. Jack ran the business at Bensham Road, with at
one time 13 coaches and many taxis. In 1952 John married and was
joined in the business by his wife Marion, who became as big a part of it
as Jack. Jack also had a sister Doreen, her husband Walter worked with
Jack as a driver for many years. The site at Bensham Road was also a
filling station, MOT testing station, sole agency for Austin Cars, selling
both new and used cars, servicing and repairing cars, and a very
important part of the business of course was the coaches.

The business went from strength to strength, but in 1970 after a lot
of talking the decision was made to move from Bensham Road, as
the premises were not big enough and no further extensions could be
made on the site. Therefore in 1970 a move was made to Millers
Bridge, Swalwell the site of the present business today. This was also
the beginning of a change to the business, as only the coaches and a
few taxis came, this was felt was the core of the business. The
buildings at Millers Bridge, were originally built and used as part of
the Axwell Park and Whickham Colliery, there were work shops for
the engines and trucks used in the Pit, and have the distinctive
bricks used at that time in all pit buildings in the North East. Many
outer buildings were pulled down or altered to accommodate the
coaches and allow easy access for the coaches to the premises. In
1976 John died at the age of 83, then in 1982 Mary died at the great
age of 94, leaving Jack and Marion to run the business, but their
children were then becoming interested in the business, and firstly
Ian their youngest son, joined as a mechanic straight from School.
Later joined by Susan the eldest, to help in the office, then middle
son John also joined to run the office.

Today Thirlwell’s have seven coaches, and although less in number
can in fact carry more passengers than in the Bensham Road hay
days as the size of coaches has greatly increased.Today we do
Private Hires, day excursions but the main part of our business is
Holidays, anything from 1 night stays to 8 nights covering all over
the U.K. and some into Europe. The family were always very much
hands on and all enjoyed working directly with the customers. The
family always kept everything in top working order, everything
spotlessly clean, and always cheerful and helpful.

